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Sisterhood validates the female experience and is characterized by women's 
loving concern for one another, and their committment to ideals which work for 
the harmony of the larger community. A woman's society in Sierra Leone called 
"Sande" can be described as such a sisterhood. This paper explores Sande I s 
symbol - a carved wooden mask, the only documented one worn by women in Africa 
which features importantly in ceremonies connected with Sande's main 
charges, that of operating the girls' initiation school as well as 
representing the corporate body of women on public occasions. It objectifies 
the spirit of the women's society, which comes to its potential owner in a 
dream, giving its name, and asking for a physical presence. The mask then 
made becomes a symbol of ideal womanhood, female power, and all that is 
considered beautiful in tbe culture. 
The mask makes a statement about women to onlookers who can appreciate the 
symbol. African cultures have long been participatory societies in which 
complex ideas are communicated to and appreciated by ordinary people through 
esthetic means. "Sometimes art is the only ordering process whose complexity 
matches the complexity of what is to be ordered. There are two reasons why 
art ••• is capable of doing this: the complexity of its symbols, and its 
capacity for engaging all sides of the human being" (Mills in Hanna, 1979: 
126). In the West a Weltanschauung is usually expressed verbally. In Africa 
dance and drama are considered more appropriate than literary forms for tbe 
communication of cosmologies, as well as the reinforcement of cultural values, 
and the celebration of mystical union with the unseen world. 
Known as 11Sowo 11, the masked dancer unites the individual person, a 
concrete object, and a spirit into a powerful symbol. Using the analogue of a 
magnet, Victor Turner observes that a good symbol unites both poles : sensory 
experience at one end and discursive ideology at the other. He claims that 
ritual effects an interchange of these poles. "Norms and values, on the one 
hand, become saturated with emotion, while the gross and basic emotions become 
ennobled through contact with social values. The irksomeness of moral 
constraint is transformed into the 'love of virtue"' (Turner, 1967: 30). It 
is the strength of a good symbol, like sowo, that it compels behavior. Sowo 
cannot be ignored. "A human being in its presence has no choice but to 
abandon mundane pursuits and pay homage in the form of undivided attention" 
(Phillips, 1979: 171). Sande - or "Bundu" in Temne, Bullom and Krio 
concerns itself with enforcing behavioral norms for women, transmitting 
cultural values, developing leadership skills, and providing medical and 
vocational education. 
Portugese explorers first witnessed ceremonial activities which were 
associated with societies like Sande, along tbe Upper Guinea Coast in the 
sixteenth century. A Dutch traveler, Dapper, wrote in 1668 that "the high 
priestess of Sande resided in Gola country" (Richards, 1974: 270). Dapper's 
descriptions of society rituals resemble the practices we know today (Dapper 
in Fyfe, 1964: 39,40). Young girls spent extensive periods of time secluded 
*The 
Marietta 
author-artist would like to thank Manni Adams 
Joseph and Jean Borgatti for their help in preparing 
and Dan McCall, 
this paper. 
in forest schools after which they were eligible 
figured prominently in their ceremonies and 
functions in the community as society officials. 
2 
for marriage. Masked dancers 
women performed some jural 
Where Sande first developed is not clear. An important ingredient in its 
development, an active respect for the participation of women in society, 
seems to have been brought by the "Mane," or Maude, migrants from the interior 
in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Mane fled along with other ethnic 
groups into the densely forested coastal regions from the disruptions in the 
savannah caused by the decline of the empire of Mali. They conquered the 
Sapi, an indigenous group, intermarried with them and settled down to a life 
of hunting, fishing and agriculture. It is important to note that the 
cosmology of the original Mane people embraced a belief in the complementarity 
of the sexes. Cosmologies positing original androgynous beings were known in 
the area of the inland Niger from whence they came. The female component 
remained very strong in these groups as they migrated from their ancestral 
lands. There is evidence, for example, that Mane women played a special role 
in the preparation of war 11m.edicines 11 and, according to Richards, 11 The Mane 
invasions of Sierra Leone may well have strengthened existing female secret 
societies among the (indigenous) Sapi, and may have led to the formation of 
new ones" (Richards, 1974: 270). Certainly Mende history reveals that 
"Maternal authority is unequivocally emphasized in regard to the heroes and 
founders of the tribe, who are celebrated through the spirit of Poro" 
(Sawyerr, 1970: 89). 
Competition for land increased as other groups penetrated the same area. 
Little notes that difficulties over land boundaries brought the peoples of 
this area into constant conflict with one another, as well as with those 
original rulers who had withstood them. "This helped to establish warfare as 
the principal form of activity and institution" (Little, 1967: 28). 
Self-declared leaders attracted bands of warrior followers, and such chiefs 
subdued vast lands with their armies. Among the most successful were the 
people who have come to be known as Mende, a term dating from the eighteenth 
century, when they proceeded all the way to the coast, attracted by commercial 
possibilities (Rodney in McCormack, 1977: 183). 
Mende culture developed two important institutions which counterbalanced 
the great secular power of the war chiefs: the "secret" societies of Poro and 
Sande, the former open to all men and some women and the latter open to women 
only. Through these two organizations the elders of various lineages 
contributed to, and in many instances controlled, political and social life, 
in the name of the ancestors. Poro and Sande established community norms for 
conduct and offered means for conflict resolution. They prepared children to 
become responsible adults and uphold society's values.l In an atmosphere of 
wars, raids and shifting alliances, the Mende used these institutions to 
develop group purpose and cohesion. They became well known for their ability 
to claim and hold land, and to attract people to their way of life. 
Sande is widespread in southeastern Sierra Leone, northeastern Liberia and 
parts of Guinee, Sande appears to be traditional among the Vai, the Gola, the 
Krim, and Sherbro, but was only taken up and refined by the Mende since 1800 
(Phillips, 197 5). In this century the Temne, Kono and Limb a peoples, whose 
lands border on those of the Mende, have adopted Sande, while in Liberia, the 
Bassa are reported to have accepted Sande enthusiastically (Phillips, 1975: 
note 5). Generally Sande appears to exist side by side with Poro, the men's 
society. One British visitor, however, claims, "In the north, where there is 
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no Poro society, the women's society still exists: it is necessary 11 (Lewis 
1954: 146; emphasis mine). Sande does not seem to have spread throughout 
Mendeland (i.e. southeastern Sierra Leone) until the nineteenth century when a 
female chief, Madame Yoko, urged its establishment all over Mende country. 
"Before her death, in 1906, the fame of Sande as a socio-cultural force ••• 
had spread throughout Sierra Leone and many Mende girls were induced to 
join.... At present (1974) every Mende town has its own Sande camp" 
(Richards, 1974: 270). Today the Mende are the largest ethnic group in 
Sierra Leone, representing about 31 percent of the population and located in 
the southeastern part of the country. In the last hundred years Mende 
dominance in ·the region has increased, and now many other ethnic groups speak 
Mende and have adopted their customs, just as, at an earlier time, the Mende 
must have adopted some indigenous from of Sande and Poro. 
The name, Sande, derives from the ritual substance or hale which is the 
source of the group's power and legitimacy. In Mendeland the sodality's hale 
is found in rivers and streams where it is believed that the spirit of the 
women's society resides.2 Although many people know how to obtain the 
ritual substance, only knowledgeable persons such as officials of these 
ceremonial societies can release its power. The formula itself is easy to 
learn, but the knowledge of how to put oneself into an effective relationship 
with it is a closely guarded secret (Phillips, 1975: 129). Westerners find 
this process difficult to understand. How can we describe something which we 
do not recognize in experience, and participants themselves have trouble 
putting into words?3 
Sande chapters are hierarchical in structure and autonomous. The 
officials, skilled in practical and esotoric knowledge, generally are chosen 
from a limited number of older candidates belonging to the high ranking 
patrilineal lineages of the chiefdom, although certainly "in the mixed 
confederacies of the past, these rules gave way to expedient support of able 
and aggressive leaders who forced their way to power ••• 11 (d I Azevedo, 1973: 
286). The woman in charge, the "Majo, 11 is a wise and respected elder, who, 
having studied for many years, has mastered all the complexities of Sande. 
She is a superior herbalist who directly communicates with the spirit world. 
As distance befits status, she may live alone, permitting visits only by those 
seeking consultation. She leaves her house on ceremonial occasions and to 
attend council meetings of the important men's society, Poro, in which she is 
a silent member. She recognizes the high priest of both Poro and Sande, the 
"Grand Tasso, 11 as her spiritual head. He alone has the responsibility of 
burying a Majo at her death (Butt-Thompson, 1929: 76). 
The Majo is assisted in her duties by a council of women, sometimes 25 or 
30 in number, called "Sowei, 11 who have spent years in training to achieve this 
title. From among these women come the teachers of traditional culture, the 
custodians of the hale and the masks, and others assuming leadership roles. A 
woman who has earned this degree has the right to commission a sowo mask. 
Although she does not necessarily wear the mask herself - a skilled dancer 
does this - it is her private property and kept in a secret place within the 
chapter until her death or the mask is retired. In effect the mask is a 
symbol of the owner's office. 
The dancer who is privileged to wear this mask comes from the level just 
below the governing council, known as the "ligba" group. These women are 
responsible for the ritual clitoridectomy of the forest school initiates, as 
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well as specialized teaching, such as singing, dancing, crafts, and the like. 
They, too, have undergone seclusion for periods of time in order to master 
their skills, 
At the entry level of Sande are the "Klawa. 11 These women provide a 
liaison between parents and the Sande school, and between the Majo and the 
initiates (Richards, 1975: 74). All females may join Sande at this level. 
Not to join would result in putting oneself outside the community, forfeiting 
rights, protection, and the support of other women. How _far a woman rises in 
the chapter, however, depends on her own individual initiative. 
In the past the Sande initiation school lasted for several years, Now it 
may last only a few weeks or during a school holiday.4 There are three 
parts to the Sande school experience. First comes the ritual excision of 
either part or all of the clitoris accompanied sometimes by the enlarging of 
the vaginal opening. Because the religion of these ethnic groups holds that 
human beings come into the world perfect, androgynous in body and soul, 
reflecting the unity of the Creator, it is necessary to cut into this purity, 
removing the "other sex" part, so that the individual will need to seek a 
partner of the opposite sex to be complete, thus fulfilling their social 
responsibility (Zahan, 1979: 11; see Pearce Gervis for a Western woman 
doctor's account). The second and longest part is devoted to learning 
traditional songs and dances, the values of hard work and modesty, respect for 
elders, arts and crafts, and techniques of home and mother craft, The final 
part includes public dancing, ritual meals and a final washing ceremony by the 
river, The girls are actually in seclusion only during the period of recovery 
after the clitoridectomy. Traditionally they wore white clay over their 
bodies for the duration of the school to serve notice that they were under 
sacred protection. Tradition forbids sexual activity with initiates, Thus 
Sande protected the young women I s virginity from the time of puberty til 1 
marriageable age, an important service supporting lineage integrity, 
At the turn of the century tne entrance fee for a girl was one bushel of 
rice, one gallon of palm oil, and when procurable, one kerchief and a bottle 
of rum. After the first ritual washing each girl had also to pay three pounds 
sterling (Aldridge, 1901: 137), By 1976 the initial fee was twenty pounds 
sterling, If unable to pay, a girl could become a ward of the Majo for four 
or five years (McCormack, 1979: 31), In a culture where clientage brings 
power, a well connected Sande Majo, with a large following, is in a position 
to arrange "good" marriages for her charges, Traditionally suitors paid a 
girl's graduation fees from Sande, At the present time it may be a girl's 
fiance or her family who bargains with the Majo, Thus parents of low status 
have used, and still use, Sande as a means of gaining protection and 
advancement for the family (Bledsoe, 1979: 8), 
Since a candidate must be sponsored by an older woman, it is natural that 
many girls are sponsored by their mothers and thus initiated into the mother's 
chapter of Sande, After marriage, a woman goes to live in her husband I s 
village where she joins the local Sande society, but she returns to her native 
village to give birth, to take part in certain ceremonies and sometimes to 
"retire" after her children are grown. Thus, during her entire lifetime she 
is in contact with, and has the support of, her original Sande group, 5 The 
bonds she has with these women are based on her initiation school: the shared 
hazards of childbirth, symbolized by the clitoridectomy, the shared joys of 
singing and dancing and laughing together, and the shared labor in the 
fields, Women adhere seriously to the vow taken during initiation expressing 
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social bonds. At death each woman joins the larger Sande community, 
symbolized by the founding ancestresses of the chapter to whom libations and 
food are directed, and whom sne will join, through the mediation of special 
Sande funeral ritual. In some areas Sande women are buried together in a 
sacred mound outside the village. If she is a society official no one in her 
family may touch her body after death until after certain Sande rituals have 
taken place. The community then marks her death as they would a warrior's and 
Sowo dances. 
Sande women experience real power. It is believed that the herbal and 
psychic medicine that they use can be directed to benefit the entire 
community in which they live, or to protect Sande women if they are threatened 
(Hoffer, 197 5: 25). Sande provides training in leadership which enables 
women to go into politics, in elected as well as appointed positions, by 
demonstrating a historical tradition of women in positions of power.6 
Hoffer notes that women who were at the same time mothers and political 
figures occupied 10 of the 81 paramount chieftaincies in the Mende/Sherbro 
ethnic area in 1975. 7 Women also serve in the Sierra Leone civil service, 
parliament, and in international organizations. Indeed, women have enjoyed 
high office in this region for centuries. 
The symbol of Sande is the masked dancer representing the beauty and power 
of women. 8 Al though masked performances are not an essential part of the 
initiation ritual, they provide a focus for the celebration. Without dancing, 
one inform.ant said, "The town would not be lively, 11 for dancing 11demonstrates 
its well-being" (Phillips, 1975: 7). Furthermore the masked figure mediates 
between the society and the community. She appears publicly at several 
appointed times during initiation rites: First, she reports to the village 
that the excision ceremony has been completed and donations of food and money 
must be made. Second, about two weeks later, she announces that the girls 
will return to the village for several days of dancing and other ceremonies 
during which they wil 1 stay with their families. Finally, she leads the 
novices to the river for their ritual washing at the end of the school 
experience, after which there are several nights of feasting and celebrating 
when she performs. 
Sowo also participates in the Poro initiation school, Poro social rituals, 
divination and funeral ceremonies, and receptions for important visitors to 
the village or chiefdom. The mask face appears on the rhythm pounder, on 
weaving loom pullies, ritual spoon handles and on divination tools. It is 
also represented on maces of Bullom and Mende chiefs to remind "all attendant 
that his authority is spiritually derived and is not arbitrary" (Lamp, 1979: 
21). 
The mask also performs an important community jural function. It can sit 
in judgement and fine those who have been found breaking Sande laws, many of 
which pertain to voyeurism and sexual conduct with initiates, and treat the 
"illnesses" resulting from such misconduct. "Women are assured of respect as 
wives, procreators and rearers of children through the traditional laws of 
[Sande], these laws being binding upon all adults, both male and female, 
initiate and noninitiate" (Hoffer, 1975: 155). 
The masked sowo figure impresses those who see it with its air of 
dignified mystery. Sowo is always silent in keeping with her spiritual 
status. The black helmet mask completely covers the head to the shoulders. 
The dancer's body is hidden by a suit of country cloth, stockings and shoes. 
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The shirt cuffs are sewn together so the hands are covered. Over all this 
hangs a raffia cape dyed black or deep indigo. 9 When performing, she wears 
two bells at her waist and ties a strip of white cloth to the top of the 
mask. In her hands she carries sticks or switches for pointing and otherwise 
communicating (see Fig. 1). Nearby stands her main attendant, a ligba, who 
carries a mat which acts as a screen when sowo wants to relax and perhaps 
remove the mask. During a performance the attendant may sweep the ground in 
front of the dancer and call out her praise names. "The sowei masker is not 
thought of as a static sculptural object but as a dynamic personality and a 
talented performer" (Phillips, 1979: 168-169). 
The wooden mask itself is between fourteen and eighteen inches tall, and 
weighs from 2 to 4 pounds. The deeply textured hairstyle contrasts with the 
smooth, shining surface of the face. The forehead is wide and expansive. The 
eyes appear to look downward and the mouth is tightly closed. The small 
triangular face is set off by the swelling, curved form of the neck (see Fig. 
2). To the Mende people shiny blackness, the ringed neck and the elaborate 
hairstyle are the mask's most important characteristics. The word for black 
in Mende is teli, which also means wet or wetness, underlining the importance 
of the Sande spirit's riverine home and recalling the practice of oiling 
initiates for ceremonies to convey the look of having recently emerged from a 
dark and glistening pool.10 Among the Mende the color black communicates 
mystery and sophistication. 
There has been much discussion in the literature about the neck rings. It 
has been suggested that these rings recall the ripples of the stream when the 
mask was "plucked" from the water. In Mende culture lines on the neck are a 
much admired physical characteristic. They are called bonya, the word for a 
11sweetener 11 in a market transaction, that little extra which indicates how 
enjoyable the bargaining was. Thus Boone (1980 a) suggests that neck lines 
are a gift of God, enhancing female beauty. Tradition suggest that circular 
forms connote ritual containment as in the circular wall around the 
initiates' school, around protected rice fields, around houses where chiefs 
are installed and enclosures where women study to be ligbas. However this 
convention has been widely used all over West Africa and seems to be in part 
the solution to a particular design problem. The neck has always posed 
difficulties to artists' presenting humans three-dimensionally. The rings 
serve to strengthen the cylindrical form, while arresting its verticality, and 
to create a dynamic, enclosing shape. The Mende audiences may be expected to 
appreciate the formal values while experiencing resonances of meaning 
particular to their own culture, thus enjoying layers of richness. 
Beauty, in Sierra Leone, is not considered so much a natural endowment as 
the care one puts into grooming, "to compose oneself with a grasp of the 
socially acceptable, and the uniquely intriguing" (Lamp, 1979: 32). A full 
head of hair, on an otherwise shaved body, is an eloquent testimony, and, for 
an agricultural people, an important metaphor. Dressed hair speaks of the 
civilizing quality of Mende culture, of nature brought under control· in 
beautiful ways. Thus hair is the focus of much attention in Mende sculpture. 
For example, among 80 masks from the Mende chiefdom of Jaiima-Bongor, Phillips 
found the following styles: 
1. The hair may be arranged in ridges fromt to back (see Fig. 9c) or 
laterally (see Fig. 7b) with the center crest higher than the others, 
fashionable at the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth 
centuries. 
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2. The hair may be gathered in four lobes from the center of the head 
(See Fig. 5). This fashion dates from before World War I. Six or eight 
lobes, separated by small braids indicates more recent origin (see Fig. 4). 
3. The hair may be gathered so that the lobes end in twists (see Fig. 
30c). 
4. The hair is pulled up, gathered at the crown and allowed to fall over, 
like spreading palm leaves (see Fig. 6a), or knotted into a bun. 
5. The hair is formed into tiny balls all over the head (see Fig. 17b). 
(Phillips, 1979, 8-9) 
These elaborate hairstyles suggest many references. They signify status in 
the community, for a woman must have time to sit and have her hair dressed. 
Styled hair means good social relations, for another woman must help do it. 
Thus we see women helping women be beautiful. And perhaps most important, from 
the point of view of Mende history, well-dressed hair suggests the ability to 
attract people to oneself and increase one's prestige (Boone, 1980a). 
The mask face projects the Mende ideal of womanhood. Eyes look down, 
conveying modesty and a mysterious quality: Spectators are distanced by not 
being able to make eye contact (see Fig. 40). The dancer looks out through 
slits beneath the eyes, from between the rings of the neck or sometimes from a 
screen-like, perforated rectangle located under the chin (see Fig. 34). The 
mouth tiny and closed, suggests seriousness or extreme refinement (Lamp, 
1979: 32). The small face contrasts with the wide expanse of forehead seen 
in all sowo masks. The forehead stands for intelligence and high status in 
Mende culture. It suggests good fortune. The old blessing "God make your 
forehead big" (Harris, 1968: 126), expresses a desire that all good things 
may come to one. The facial expression conveys the 11coolness 11 so important 
to the African esthetic, a look of composure and calm associated with proper 
behavior in times of heightened affect, whether crisis or celebration 
(Thompson, 1973, 44-45). 
When a woman commissions a mask from a carver, she wants one which will be 
different from other sowo masks but which will compare favorably when seen 
with them in ceremonies such as the initiation of a new mask. At certain 
times the sowo mask performs in a set representing spirits which parallel 
Mende hierarchical social relation- ships. 11 However once the client gives 
the carver the name of the mask he is free to show his virtousity, within the 
bounds of convention and style. 
Traditionally the carver worked alone, out of sight of people, as the 
carving of a sacred object required secrecy and involved taboos. In recent 
years carvers have become more open about their technique. A carver must 
first find an appropriate piece of wood from the silk cotton tree, and placing 
it in a hole in the ground to steady it, begins work by removing the inside 
wood. The face is then delineated, the neck rings marked out, along with 
whatever individual symbols the carver wishes. He begins his work with an 
adze and finishes with a small knife and perhaps a sand paper-like leaf to 
smooth the surface. The eye slits are made and holes burned around the bottom 
to attach the raffia (Hommel, 1974: 1). After it is blackened and shined it 
is delivered to the client. Before use it must be consecrated to the ngafa, 
the spirit, with rice and oil. 
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The iconography and decorative motifs of a sowo mask vary with the wishes 
of the patron and the skill and imagination of the artist. Some motifs offer 
protection against malevolent spirits. The sculpted rectangular shape at the 
top of some masks may reflect the nineteenth-century habit of wearing in the 
hair a silver amulet containing Koranic inscriptions, for protection (see Fig. 
Sa). Similar ornamented silver cases were also worn around the neck and 
Phillips suggests that perhaps the stepped pyramidal form may also be related 
to these. Representations of such amulets usually occupy important positions 
on a mask, directly above the forehead in the center (see Fig. 41) at the 
center of the back, or along the hairline (see Fig. 43). 
Nowadays, actual amulets, in the form of leather packets, are blessed by 
Muslim holy men and then attached to the bottom of the mask before it is 
danced. It is believed these serve to protect the dancer from the envy of 
other dancers and decrease her vulnerability. The competitiveness of dancing 
unleashes great emotion, and it must have proper channels for diminution. 
Sculpted horns symbolize spiritual power for it is in containers made from 
the horns of the bush cow, the sheep, the zebra antelope and the tiny grey 
duiker that ritual substances are stored. The larger and more numerous the 
horns, the greater the dancer's protection (Phillips, 1979: 150) (see Figs. 
lld, 15c, 18a, 24a). 
The other element representating spiritual protection is the strip of 
white cloth tied to the top of the mask when it is danced. White is a-symbol 
of purity in much of West Africa. For example, among the Igbo "Purity or 
'whiteness•... entails the absence of the 'heat I of anger and agression' 1 
(Henderson in Thompson, 1973, note 25). Mende women wear a white lappa when 
they are pregnant. Strips of white cloth are found at offerings to village 
ancestors and they can be seen hanging from the rafters of a house, or from a 
pole outside, to protect the inhabitants (Little, 1967: 236). 
A variety of other motifs appear on the masks. Some, like the tortoise, 
the snake and the fish, refer to the watery home of the Sande spirit (See 
Figs. 9c, lld). Large seed pods resembling those of the oil palm suggest 
women's potential to give life (See Fig. 17 b). The bird perched at the 
summit of the mask represents the dove, the messenger between the spirit world 
and the human world (see Fig. 12). Actual cowrie shells, symbols of wealth, 
may be affixed to a mask, or representations carved directly in the wood, 
sometimes to express "brightness" (see Fig. 41). Images of lizards are common 
also (see Fig. 16). The lizard is the Poro totem and it was believed to give 
supernatural aid to women desiring children. This is "the creature of the 
soil, making contact within the earth, with the ancestors, hence an important 
intermediary ••• " (Thompson, 1975: 58). It is of course also the animal that 
can lose its tail and grow another, so it is a common symbol of regeneration. 
Upside-down pots, identified by three legs in the air, are associated with 
women's cooking and women's role as nurturer (see Fig 23 c). Temne mythology 
deepens the image with a story of God's gift of a bowl of rice to the first 
human couple. When they finished eating from it, the bowl was turned upside 
down, signifying the beginning of civilization. Pots standing upright on sowo 
masks serve to hold money ( "dash") given by appreciative viewers during 
performances (see Fig. 14 a). 
Crowns reflect legitimate power because Queen Victoria gave crowns to the 
newly created paramount chiefs in Sierra Leone, as symbols of their authority, 
when the British declared the Protectorate in 1895 (see Fig. 13). Prestige 
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items like European hats and combs also occur among the decorative motifs on 
masks (see Fig. 15 a,c). The appearance of paddle shapes among sowo imagery 
carries resonances of other sacred and mysterious as well as entertaining 
events. Decorated leather flaps and medallions are worn by traditional 
healers, by Poro boys under guardianship of the Poro spirit, as wel 1 as by 
Sande women dancing (see Figs. la, 42a, 14a). 
Carvers are free to interpret the name of the mask which the client has 
given in any way they wish once the basic elements of the hairstyle, the 
forehead, the face and neck rings are articulated. Some masks are in Janus 
form, having two faces, some have more (Figs. 18b, 20b). This may be a 
metaphoric reference to the society's spirit which can see in all directions, 
the past as well as the future. Visual puns, even on sexual themes, may be 
more common than originally thought (see Fig 21a). 
Facial markings on the mask appear to be more decorative than functional, 
although they recall marks used traditionally in significant life situations. 
For example the Kpa Mende make small tear-shaped marks at the outer edges of 
their infants' eyes to insure good health (see Figs. 10, llb, 16). The Bullom 
characteristically wore forehead patterns of small keloids (see Figs. 6a, 22a, 
24b), while Poro and Sande initiates in Mende culture traditionally received 
vertical marks on the cheeks (see Figs 5, 8b). Crosses displayed on the cheek 
areas of many masks may reflect Fante markings adopted when the Mende 
intermarried with this group (see Fig. 9c). 
Women living in this region wore silver ornaments in their hair for 
ceremonial occasions. This custom is reflected in the masks where symbols of 
wealth and status become additions of copper and silver to the mask in the 
form of Muslim symbols, like the crescent and star (see Fig. 6c) or merely 
bands of metal accentuating the hair forms or the edge of the hairline around 
the forehead (see Fig. 22c). Older masks sometimes had coins tied to them. 
These additions increased the value of the mask so that when it was retired it 
was more likely to be given to a chief as a gift, or kept within the family as 
an heirloom, rather than being sold on the public market. Today gold and 
silver earrings are added. 
A few masks demonstrate the carver's virtuosity in depicting the human 
figure. A pre-1900 mask in the Smithsonian, attributed to the Vai-Bullum, 
shows two torsos emerging from the upper parts of each side (see Fig. 43). 
The meaning of this imagery is not clear. 
Mask names reveal the spirit's characteristics: power, wealth, dancing 
competence, strong personality and her importance as a symbol of lineage 
prestige. They provide a literary context which enlarges the mask's social 
and political significance. A recent field study of 225 Sande masks revealed 
147 different names. Over one-third commemorated male relatives of the 
owners, who were prominent in the family and community, or, in older masks, 
men who had been great warriors. A few were named after prominent women. 
Names function in two ways: they recognize the complementary roles of men and 
women in society by combining male attributes of force with masks representing 
women's power, and the names also honor the lineage groups which control the 
Sande chapters and provide its leadership (Phillips, 1979: 163-4). When a 
mask wears out it is replaced by a copy but retains its name. Among 
non-commemorative names, the largest number refer to the mask I s personality 
traits and her affect on the audience. Examples of these names include 
"tumba" (annoyed), "gbango" (loud), "yonga" ( proud), "puge" (pepper), "moje" 
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(laughter), and "sole" (noisy, referring to the audience when she appears). 
Most names, whether conunemorative or descriptive in intent, reflect the 
assertive spirit of sowo, her power and ability to compel behavior. She 
demands that people look at her and show their appreciation with gifts of 
money. Some names express force literally (e.g. "airplane"), and some refer 
to the appearance of the masker (e.g. "nyandemo, 11 pretty person, or 11kpiahu, 11 
tall). Still others, but only a few, refer to a carved detail like a pot or a 
bird, or some special quality of the dancer's performance (Phillips, 1979: 
169-174). 
The audience receives the full impact of the mask in performance, 
traditionally at night, when the performer emerges from darkness into light 
with suddenness and sparkle. She is the only black masker. All others wear 
bleached raffia. The Sande officials, meanwhile, wear white. Sowo is 
surrounded by attendants. The sound of bells marks her movements. Her ligba 
calls out her praise names and compliments her. This main attendant acts as 
an interpreter telling the audience what the masker wants and receiving 
presents for her. The audience cries out enthusiastically. Some Sande women 
dance with her, while others accompany her shaking segburas (a calabash in a 
beaded net bag, held in both hands) and sometimes playing the xylophone. Soon 
men join them with drums. Additional sowo maskers dance in turn. 
Mende characterize sowo 1 s dancing as "tight, 11 with more complex foot than 
body work. She twirls and the raffia cape flies out into the air. Richards 
describes a sowo dancing, saying that "her body oscillates between a forward 
and backward bending of the torso. The sideways movement limited to 
clockwise and counterclockwise movements • • • is very graceful while the legs 
move in a series of short and long steps" (Richards, 1974: 76). 
Words fail to convey the esthetic richness of this event - light from the 
moon or from torches emphasizes the forms and textures which are present in 
movement and made complex with literary and symbolic meanings. The audience, 
far from passive, participates fully in the event, throwing presents and money 
to the dancer. "As a dramatic character she is observable irascible, humor-
ous, quixotic, or all three in turn. Her unpredictability and eccentricity 
are evidence of a powerful personality not subject to human rules. To be 
outstanding in a group of maskers an individual sowei will play up these 
dramatic qualities" (Phillips, 1979: 170). The dances have themes. They 
praise Sande or make philosophical statements about religion and social life. 
The audience greatly appreciates the energetic yet patterned movement, 
believing its degree of energy reveals the degree of spirituality present. 
Sowo is the ritual separator of men and women. What are the dynamics of 
her ritual? Informants say that dancing makes people feel happy, that sowo 
represents ideal womanhood, that her presence unifies the society in which she 
is a dominant symbol. Turner reminds us however that "one of the main 
characteristics of ideological interpretations is that they tend to stress the 
harmonious and cohesive aspects of social relationships" (Turner, 1967: 33). 
In daily living men and women continuously struggle with each other over 
issues of power and obligation, marriage and family life, and economic 
injustice. It is the wisdom of traditional Africa that it knew how to combine 
intellectual ideals with the power of sensory experience. Thompson comments 
that for Africans, clarifying social relations, "it would not make sense ••• 
to strike balances between opposing factions without esthetic elaboration ••• 
by means of ecstatic unions of sensuous pleasure and moral responsibility •••• 
Men and women have the responsibility to meet the special challenge of their 
lives with ••• beauty of mind ••• " ( Thompson, 1973: 42). 
her audience of the unity of society life, she reminds 
ness of women and their power. 
11 
Even as she reminds 
them of the separate-
It may be that under pressure of reformist Islamic groups and moderni-
zation, the sowo mask will gradually disappear from the lives of people in 
Sierra Leone and Liberia. Phillips remarks that although Sowo is not 
absolutely necessary to Sande, today Sande membership is considered necessary 
for women. Contemporary carvers tend to carve for the market place rather 
than individual commissions (see Fig. 44). They no longer claim to have 
esoteric knowledge of Sande or its symbols, using motifs for decorative 
purposes without necessarily knowing their meanings. Richards describes a 
young carver from Sierra Leone who, although a Muslim, devotes most of his 
work to sowo. Of 75 masks he carved between 1966 and 1973, 2 were acquired by 
a Sande chapter, the others by the Sierra Leone Museum and tourists. Those 
destined for tourists are sometimes made of solid wood, have no holes for the 
attachment of raffia, or have no slits for the eyes (Richards, 1977: 65-69). 
With the first wave of colonialism and Westernization, the women of Sierra 
Leone dropped away from Sande. With the rise of black pride and independence 
movements, that has changed and indigenous cultural institutions are once 
again respected. With the world-wide liberation of women, Sande takes on a 
new relevance. The Sowo mask may continue to symbolize ideal womanhood, to an 
even larger audience than before, calling attention to Sande's validation of 
the female experience, to the loving concern women have for one another, and 
to women's ideal to work for harmony in the larger community. 
12 
Footnotes 
lAnother ceremonial society, the Thoma, devotes itself to treating the 
more random life crises of both men and women, by means of its own rituals. 
Such societies reflect the decentralized communities of this region. Each 
chapter was autonomous and many rules were by local option. Bellman has 
commented on the variety of Poro ritual among villages that are only a few 
miles from each other (Bellman, 1979: 1). 
2Many ethnic groups in this part of Africa personalize the spiritual 
dimension of natural phenomena. There are ancestral sp1.r1.ts. There are 
nature spirits who resemble genii, and there are nature spirits who resemble 
11bush devils, meddlesome creatures, unmoral to a characteristic degree. 11 
There are also spirits associated with Poro and Sande. This appears to be a 
"conscious attempt to endow spiritual force and power with an active 
personality • • • spiritual power has been 'canalized' for purposes of social 
expression and action" (Little, 1967: 226). 
3u appears true that ''much of the truly integrative behavior that falls 
under the rubric of culture is under control of these parts of the brain that 
are not concerned with speech" (Hall, 1977: 153). 
4Traditionally during the Sande school, a sacred truce was declared and 
there was a respite from crime and raiding. 
5Members of a local 
season. These officials 
extended periods of time. 
or for sociability, or to 
chapter meet for a few days after each initiation 
and sponsoring mothers may remain in the grove for 
The regular members may also meet to air grievances 
commemorate an occasion (McCormack, 1979: 29). 
6rt is believed in Sierra 
supports a candidate for office, 
votes by requiring Sande women to 
person (McCormack, 1979. p. 37). 
Leone that if a prominent Sande official 
or runs herself, she can deliver blocks of 




society where the mother-child bond remains strong even in 
woman paramount chief or mother-writ-large, inherits that climate 
(Hoffer, 1972: 163). 
8English speakers sometimes call this masker a "devil." This may be a 
corruption of the Gola word "Deveh, 11 meaning "spirit-god" (Dorsinville, 1973: 
24). 
9The making of such a costume is a cooperative effort between men and 
women. Men originally cut the leaves of the raffia vinafera palm. Women 
strip the leaves from the stem. Men shred the leaves into delicate fibers and 
hang them in the sun to dry and bleach. Women do the final stage of dyeing. 
lOrn Vai the Bundu camp is called jiko, meaning "under the water." This 
is the kingdom of the ancestors, who train the girls. At the end of the 
school experience they are ceremonially washed, to commemorate their emergence 
from the water (Holsoe, 1979: 21). 
13 
llrhe mens' masks in the set are "gbini," the Poro head and chief of the 
maskers, his linguist, "gboi, 11 and the amusing servant, "gongole. 11 1he 
women's masks include sowo, who symbolizes the dignified and ideal woman and 
11gonde, 11 who satirizes such 11proper 11 behavior. 
*** *** *** *** *** 
Note on the Illustrations 
All of the illustrations have been drawn by the author, 
Attributions of the masks are those stated by the owners or original 
sources unless otherwise indicated, 
The height of the mask is given in inches, 
labeled. 
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